54	THE RULE OF DISRAELI
The settlement after Waterloo had beenfollowed by a period of
38 J years, during which no war occurred between Great Powers.
The similar period after the treaty of Berlin was just over 36
years. The difference is not great enough to disentitle Beacons-
field and Bismarck to some, at least, of the credit which it has
become fashionable to bestow on Castlereagh and Metternich.
During the 1877 and 1878 sessions, while the Near East ab-
sorbed the ageing premier, the trade decline, which had begun
three years earlier, deepened into one of the main 'cyclical'
depressions of the nineteenth century. Alone it was bad enough,
bringing wage-reductions and industrial conflicts in trade after
trade. But with it came an entirely new feature—an intense
agricultural depression, which extended to every part of Europe
served by railways, and which was due to the novel competition
of transatlantic prairie-grown grain with European. The eco-
nomics of this will be shown in Chapter IV; here we note merely
the political side. Almost simultaneously in 1879 the bitter cry
of the home farmers in the different European countries shaped
itself into a demand upon their respective parliaments for a tariff
on cereals. In Berlin and in Paris it was heard; Germany and
France both imposed duties and, although at high cost to the
rest of the community, saved their farms and farmers. In London
it was not heard. At the parting of the ways the British govern-
ment took the other turning.
The peculiar thing is that this happened, not under a liberal
ministry aggressively pledged to free trade, but under a conserva-
tive premier, and one who three decades earlier had ousted Peel
from the leadership of his party on this very issue. Yet what Peel
had done then left English agriculture flourishing; from what
Beaconsfield did now it has never recovered. Whether his course
was right or wrong, it is hard to approve it from his own stand-
point, or to regard the speeches1 in which he justified it as showing
his usual long-sightedness. Fundamentally, however, the differ-
ence between England and the continent in this matter was mili-
tary.2 Country-dwellers were supposed to make the best soldiers*
The continent wished to preserve them for conscripts; but Eng*
land, not having conscription, did not care what became of them.
1 Especially that of 39 April 1879, which descends to pure Micawbcrism,
a Prince Btilow (Imperial Germany, Eng. version (1914), 315) quotes with approval
the saying of Prince Guido Hcnckel; 'Agriculture must provide our soldiers, and
industry must pay for them/

